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 ON BECOMING AN UNDERGRADUATE 
 Transition to University 
 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper investigates the first year experience of undergraduates with a view to 
discovering some of the factors which determine a successful or unsuccessful negotiation 
of the transitional phase. 
 
The paper will begin with a theoretical framework of transition based on the three models 
of Van Gennep (1960), Viney (1980) and Tinto (1987). A new model of transition will be 
presented which will look at the relationship between social and academic adjustment of 
students to university over time. The paper will refer to a study of twelve university  
students who were in the process of transition but whose transitional phase was  
truncated either by problems related to the  transitional experiences or by additional 
stressful factors in their lives. These students will be located into the framework of the 
new model for the purpose of determining strategies needed to assist them through the 
transition  A selection of studies into the many factors influencing students' experiences 
and decisions during transition to university will also be presented. 
ON BECOMING AN UNDERGRADUATE 
Transition to University 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
On becoming an undergraduate students face major social and academic adjustments to 
the new institution. Many do not make this adjustment and decide to leave. This paper will 
investigate the first year experience of undergraduates with a view to discovering some of 
the factors which determine a successful or unsuccessful negotiation of the transitional 
phase. 
 
The paper will begin with a theoretical framework of transition based on the three models 
of Van Gennep (1960), Viney (1980) and Tinto (1987) and applied to the specific 
educational transition from school to university. A new model of transition will be 
presented which will look at the relationship between social and academic adjustment of 
students to university over time. The chapter will then refer to a study of twelve university  
students who were in the process of transition but whose transitional phase was  
truncated either by problems related to the  transitional experiences or by additional 
stressful factors in their lives. These students will be located into the framework of the 
new model for the purpose of determining strategies needed to more successfully 
incorporate first year students into both the academic and the social university life.  A 
selection of the copious studies into the multifarious factors influencing students’ 
experiences and decisions during transition to university will also be presented in so far 
as they illustrate variables emerging from the present study. 
 
 
THEORIES OF TRANSITION 
 
An individual's lifetime from birth to death is punctuated with transitions. Van Gennep 
(1960, cited in Tinto, 1987) a social anthropologist first identified these in his book The 
Rites of Passage. A transition was the term given to the period between separating from a 
known community or culture where norms values and behaviour are familiar, to changing 
to a new culture or community where norms, behaviour and values are unknown. The 
three stages of this 'passage' Van Gennep termed separation, transition and 
incorporation. These terms will be used in the development of a model of transition 
applicable to the current discussion. 
 
Tinto (1987) applied the theory of Van Gennep to the progression of students through the 
various stages of the educational system in particular to the move from school to 
university. At this time, he argued, separation from communities of the past can be 
isolating and stressful especially if there are vast differences between the norms of 
behaviour of the old and the new culture. Tinto stressed that it is only partially the 
individual personality characteristics and the institution that determine the successful 
separation from the old culture of, for example, school and family, and transition and 
integration into the new culture. On the contrary, he maintained, problems are inherent in 
the change of community membership. All students, he believed, will experience some 
disorientation, isolation or stress to a greater or lesser degree. During transition between 
the old and the new, students may not have completely separated from the norms of 
behaviour of the past for instance their homes and schools, and have not  yet internalised 
the norms of the university culture of which they have become a part.. They are in a 'no-
man's land' and have not yet been integrated into the social and intellectual life of the new 
institution. Their old ways of coping may be no longer effective in the new environment to 
enable them to function without  initially feeling insecure, inadequate and distressed. 
 
Viney (1980) presented a model of transition which is also initiated by environmental 
change and which results in some psychological cost of dealing with the transition. Like 
Tinto, Viney wrote of uncertainty, anxiety and frustration occurring at the outset of the 
transitional phase and these reactions being mediated by the thoughts, beliefs and 
feelings the student holds as a result of past experiences. Viney argued that the key to 
coping with transition could be flexibility (p.14). She believed that withdrawal or avoidance 
as many first year university students from a variety of backgrounds do, is a protective 
device which enables them to escape from what is difficult to deal with .Viney suggested 
that successful coping with earlier transitions develops the flexibility needed for coping 
with the change. The importance of having developed  the attribute of flexibility also 
appeared in Fisher and Hood's (1988) study. They found that students who had previous 
mobility experience eg. having gone to boarding school or on an extended holiday without 
family, suffered less from homesickness when they entered university, with a reduced 
amount of psychological disturbance and cognitive failure. Viney divided transition into 
three stages. The first she termed onset where the three reactions of uncertainty, anxiety 
and frustration occur. Second was the mediating experiences of guilt, shame, 
inadequacy, loneliness or loss, perceived social support and the sense of control over 
oneself and one's world. The third was the outcome of transition itself which Viney 
described as the psychological cost which can be high or low and which is often 
determined by one's developed flexibility. 
 
The three theories described can be integrated in a single model (Fig. 1). This model has 
two intersecting dimensions representing low to high social and academic adjustment . A 
student's degree of adjustment at one point in time, can be measured and plotted along 
each axis resulting in a scattergram of students being located in one of four quadrants . 
Quadrant I represents the early stage of transition where both academic and social  
adjustment are low and anxieties, frustrations and feelings of inadequacy may be high. 
Quadrant 2 represents high adjustment socially but low academic adjustment. Such 
students may feel comfortable with the friendships they have or are making and be 
participating in many parties, clubs and other social functions but might still not be coping 
with the study, assignment and formal academic demands of their course. Such students 
are potential clients for being placed on probation or even exclusion if they go on to fail 
subjects and have too low a grade point average. Quadrant 4 represents high academic 
adjustment but low social adjustment. Students in this quadrant will be succeeding with 
the course and formal academic requirements but may still feel alienated or adrift from 
the social life of the institution. Such students are vulnerable in times of life crisis as they 
have an underdeveloped peer support system within the university. Students in all three 
quadrants described can be classed as "at risk" to some extent. Quadrant 3 represents 
"incorporation" into the university community with both high academic and social 
adjustment. Students who have moved into quadrant 3 are those most likely to go on to 
completion of their course and graduation. An instrument for identifying students "at risk" 
for withdrawal or for measuring  students' current functioning accurately at any particular 
point in time during their university course would be extremely useful. To date there is no 
suitable instrument.  Assessment for the present study is therefore, subjective, relying on 
the feedback from students in an interview situation at one particular time in their first year 
at university. 
 
Viney (1980) has said that "being a successful university student academically, 
emotionally and interpersonally requires different skills from those needed to be a 
successful high school student" (p. 40 ). During the early transitional period many 
students are alone as their school friends have gone to other institutions or have entered 
the work force. They need 'adaptive' coping skills to enable them to make new friends 
quickly. Some students don't have these skills and may have spent the last six years in 
single sex schools where a unique male or female school culture is strongly developed. In 
the university studied 50.5 % of the sample of students who had withdrawn during the 
month of March in their first year of study had attended either Catholic or private 
Independent schools most of which are single sex schools. The "separation" as well as 
the "transition" described by Van Gennep may be too difficult for some students to 
accomplish with or without additional life "crises". Coelho (1979) also recognised the 
transition of late adolescence and the adjustments to tertiary study with new academic 
and social demands, as a source of substantial risk and vulnerability. 
 
Viney has argued that in transitional periods students choose between "old certainties 
and new risks" . When students mix with the opposite sex they "have to decide whether to 
study with them or flirt" (p.41). Viney believed that it is particularly difficult for young 
women who have to choose between being lovable and pleasing or competent and 
ambitious. Students in  Viney's study felt embarrassed and inadequate when trying to 
cope with their new world. Even mastering the complex new physical environment 
created anxiety and a feeling of inadequacy. " I couldn't find the room for my tutorial. I felt 
so stupid" said one of the students in Viney's study, words repeated by students 
interviewed in the present study. 
 
Lack of skills in the new role during the transitional phase is a major cause of anxiety to 
beginning university students especially if they are socially constrained (Langston and 
Cantor, 1989). Examples of uncertainty and feelings of inadequacy emerging from the 
students interviewed in the present study and also by Viney's subjects  were,  not having 
the courage to speak or knowing what to contribute in tutorials, not knowing where to start 
with an assignment, feeling disoriented, lacking intellectual and social confidence, not 
being able to negotiate the bureaucratic maze, not being able to find one's way around 
the campus, confusion when trying to work out timetables, find rooms for lectures and 
tutorials and feeling afraid of the enormous size of the lecture theatre and student body. 
Some students become so depressed or anxious that they may need medical 
intervention.  One student in the study was hospitalized for suicidal ideation. Transition to 
university for her had been a very traumatic experience. 
 
The Viney student sample was made up of mainly middle class females.  Aubert (1994) 
reported that the latest Monash survey indicated that success in entering university is still 
largely determined by social class as students from professional and managerial families 
continue to dominate enrolments. If students from "privileged" backgrounds often find the 
adjustment to university difficult and have problems during the transitional period, there is 
a high probability that the transitional period is equally if not more problematic for some of 
the minority groups in the diverse and heterogeneous group of students who enter 
university today. 
                                      
 
TODAY'S DIVERSE AND HETEROGENEOUS STUDENT POPULATION 
 
Tindle (1994) has said that in the 1990s "we have seen an enormous expansion in the 
numbers of students attending university as well as representing formerly ignored, 
neglected and marginalised groups of our society". Students from minority groups, many 
of whom now gain access under the equity banner, are mature aged students, migrants, 
socially and economically disadvantaged groups, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, 
those with physical and learning disabilities, country students, those with a non-English 
background, mature women and others including full fee paying international students. 
Many individuals in these groups have specialised needs such as interpreters if they are 
deaf, ramps if they are in wheelchairs, learning support if they have a specific learning 
disability, financial assistance if they are from a low socioeconomic group, childminding if 
they are single parents and so on. Have university administrators, faculties and services 
been able to respond to the additional needs of such students in  order to help make their 
transition to university smooth and their 'incorporation' or integration successful? 
 
Coady and Miller (1993, p.40) claim that Australian Universities have been "called upon to 
digest well in excess of 100,000 additional students without commensurate increase in 
enabling resources" resulting in "system overload". This is not likely to assist the hesitant 
student in transition and inevitably some will be unable to survive the system or unwilling 
to accept the struggle life at university entails and will drop out if they are not able to 
negotiate the social or the academic demands of their new life at university. 
 
STUDENT ATTRITION 
 
Directly related to the issue of transition is that of student attrition or "dropping out". 
Johnes (1990) used the term "student wastage". A number of educators and researchers 
(Edge, 1982; Clark and Ramsay, 1990; Elliott, 1994 ) have expressed the view that  the 
attrition rate of first year students has become a cause for concern especially in view of 
the fact that approximately a third of all students entering university fail to graduate (Clark 
& Ramsay, 1990). The equivalent figure in  the  university in this study is approximately 
36% which represents over 3000 people whose hopes of having a university degree were 
dashed. It could be argued that this is to be expected when up to 20% of the population 
now has access to university education compared to only the academically top 2% in the 
1950s. The largest drop out rate occurs by the end of the first year. Robertson et. al. 
(1988) cite many studies supporting the finding that there have been for many years and 
there still are high rates of first year attrition at university (Tinto, 1975: Power, et al, 1986) 
and that there are complex reasons for this attrition.  Elliott (1994) also states that half of 
the students who leave university do so in the first year at college and that the majority of 
this group will depart in their first six to eight weeks of attendance, that is in the early 
transition period. He sees these statistics as "alarming" (p.15).And yet one might argue 
that the very experience  of coming to university and finding that another career route 
would be more suitable is a positive event  for some people. Others see it as "a waste of 
private and social investment in higher education" and "economically inefficient" (Johnes, 
1990, p. 87). Elliott's observation agrees with the statistics for the university under study 
where one third of the students (221 of  663)  who left in 1993 left by the end of March. 
 
 
PREPARATION FOR THE TRANSITION 
 
Clark and Ramsay (1990) consider that the experience of leaving university after such a 
short stay and not obtaining a degree, must be a negative one. They are of the view that " 
the orientation provided by secondary schools and needs of higher education appear to 
be dysfunctional". This seems to mean that they see the preparation given in schools as 
inappropriate for assisting students in the transition to university. Boyer, (1984) also found 
a discrepancy between students' academic preparation and faculty expectations. Clark 
and Ramsay's sample of over 7000 students entering higher education in South Australia 
showed that the majority of students had little prior knowledge, that is, information about 
or experience  of university or college courses. This was borne out in the small sample of 
students interviewed in the present study where only two students thought that school 
had prepared them for university life. The lack of preparation for their courses was 
exemplified in the fact that most students interviewed said that although they managed to 
get into their first choice, they thoroughly disliked the course and subjects in which they 
were enrolled. One student said, "It was not what I imagined the course to be" and 
another, "I found the subjects boring" Had these students been better prepared 
academically and had they known more about the content of their courses they might not 
have withdrawn. 
 
 
ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE AND ATTRITION 
 
Some universities in  America have responded to high first year attrition rates with tighter 
college admissions standards because more students are coming to university ill-
prepared for academic work. Hawkins and Phillips (1993) see this as a lack of 
commitment to helping students prepare for university life. A number of studies have 
suggested that school performance, although an initial predictor of tertiary success, 
becomes less valid as a predictor over time (Clarke and Ramsay, 1990; Johnes, 1990). 
Findlay (1994) found a correlation of only .3 between academic skill at school in year 12 
measured by their results in the Tertiary Entrance  examinations and final results in first 
year psychology at Melbourne University. A British study by Johnes (1990) concluded 
that, "the results of first year university examinations are a far better predictor of non-
completion than are the results of school examinations". Raising the academic entry 
standard is not necessarily the way to reduce first year attrition nor does it appear to have 
any value in helping students make a successful transition to university. As Johnes  says 
"It is debatable whether raising academic standards for university entrance would 
substantially lower the wastage rate" (p.97). Students leave university for many reasons 
other than academic. 
 
 
NON- ACADEMIC REASONS FOR PROBLEMS IN TRANSITION 
 
What are those other reasons, other than academic ability, that are responsible for 
students coping badly with the educational transition from school to university? These 
have been referred to by Schweitzer et al. (1994) as "non-cognitive factors". Various 
studies have identified numerous different  factors that have played a major or minor role 
in hindering or helping students  through their early undergraduate life. Some of these 
factors relate to personal characteristics of the student him/herself, others pertain to the 
impact that family constitution  and dynamics play in a student's life, a third relates to 
personal health, lifestyle changes, accidents or mishaps, for example being burgled. 
Others might encompass financial stresses, complex and time consuming travel or 
problems with accommodation. Some of these factors will be examined. 
 
Personal characteristics 
 
Although Tinto (1987) argued that all students will experience some anxieties relating to 
transition to university, other studies have found that there are certain personal 
characteristics which might work against adjustment. Hatchard's (1983) study suggested 
that "future dropouts are less academically oriented, are less group oriented, are less 
able to act independently and tend to be more conservative than more persisting 
students" and Schweitzer et al.(1994) refers to self esteem having some importance in 
student withdrawal. It was not the intention of the present study to measure personality 
variables. 
 
Family constitution and dynamics. 
 
The effect of the student's family on adjustment to university in the early months of 
undergraduate life has been emphasized in many studies. (Power et. al. 1986; 
Robertson, et. al. 1988; Hatchard, 1983; Lapsley et. al. 1990; Kenny, 1987). Death in the 
family was rated the top stressor for first year students in Robertson's Victorian study 
followed closely by family conflicts and parents separating or divorcing. These factors 
figured largely with the group of students in the present study, family conflict being one of 
the most disruptive factors although not cited as the main cause for withdrawal. Two 
students put as their main reason for non continuance the illness of a relative. 
 
Lapsley et. al.(1990) in their study of American students' adjustment to university found 
that late adolescent attachment to parents and peers was a significant predictor of 
personal and social identity and adjustment to college. Their findings suggested that the 
beneficial effects of parental and peer attachment contribute to adaptation all through the 
university years not only in first year. Their study supported Kenny's (1987) conception of 
family relations as "a secure base from which the adolescent may go forward to negotiate 
confidently the transition to college" (cited in Lapsley et al 1990, p. 565). 
 
Personal Health, Accidents and 'mishaps' 
 
Cited as one of the top stressors for first year undergraduates in Robertson et al's (1988) 
study was the student's own illness. Robertson et al. examined the characteristics, 
lifestyles and experiences of stressful events of students at two points during their first 
year. Measurements were also taken of psychological symptoms and  indicators of health 
status. Their findings strongly suggest that stressful life events added to transition stress 
have a negative impact on students’ health and their ability to perform well academically. 
This agrees with George (1993, p.356) who reported that "life events [are] significant 
predictors of illness onset". These life events in turn impact upon students' decisions to 
discontinue or continue in their course. 
 
Some of the lifestyle factors that appear to be of importance in the transition  of 
students from school to university and the probability of successfully accomplishing it  
when they get there, relate to changes in physical activity, recreational involvement and 
total health care.  Students in the present study spoke of giving up all their competitive 
team participation, which was so important to them whilst at school, and putting nothing 
of equivalence in its place. The marked drop in physical activity levels during the 
transitional phase can mean an unbalanced lifestyle and a decrease in feelings of 
wellbeing. 
 
Wolf et al. (1984) reported that over a seven month period the lifestyle profiles of first 
year students showed a decrease in physical activity, sleep, general health, leisure and 
recreational activities and a low maintenance of a balanced diet. This is replicated in 
the finding of Baguley (1981) who found that in a group of female students, poor dietary 
habits correlated with behavioural, physical and emotional problems. The fact that "94% 
of Australian university women want to be slimmer" (Q.U.T. Guild 1994) results in a 
considerable number having obsessional thoughts or eating disorders. A few of the  
implications of this can be changes in their personality and behaviour, difficulty in 
concentrating on their studies, decrease in confidence and withdrawal from social 
contact. One of the subjects interviewed withdrew because of a serious eating problem 
which impacted on her ability to concentrate on her study. 
 
The literature indicates that physical and emotional stresses, environmental changes, 
substandard diet, alcohol and drug use can influence the health and well-being of 
students and have a detrimental effect on academic performance and their ability to 
negotiate their way through the transitional phase.   Wiggins (1987) reported that "drinking 
behaviour is volatile in the transition phase" of a student's life. This is especially 
noticeable during "schoolies week" to celebrate the end of High School and at the student 
guild functions during orientation week prior to lectures and the early part of the first 
semester. One study (Davies and Clark, 1989) of event drinking at the university in 
question found that some students considered 10-14 drinks on any one occasion as 
"moderate" drinking. Drinking at this level can seriously impair a student's ability to adjust 
to the academic and other demands of the new institution. 
 
Stress and immunity during  transition 
 
A number of studies have shown that the immunity of students deteriorates throughout 
the semester especially in those who report high scores on the Stressful Life Events and 
Loneliness Scale. (Kiecolt-Glaser et. al, 1984: Locke et. al, 1984). In  fact, it was found 
(Farnill & Robertson, 1988) that by October, 50% of a sample of Melbourne university 
students had a measured stress level on the "Brief Symptom Inventory" which would 
place them in the clinical case category. The results of Farnill and Robertson's (1988) 
study  suggested that "tertiary -college stress toward the close of  the academic year is so 
high as  to produce case-like symptomatology in a large percentage of students" (p. 7). 
However it was stated that the American adult norms being used were probably 
"inappropriate for young Australian adults". Locke et. al. (1984) concluded that a 
combination of life change stress such as that brought on by becoming an undergraduate, 
manifesting in psychological symptoms such as anxiety and depression, appear to have  
"immunological negative consequences"(cited in Robertson et al p. 261).The student 
becomes less resistant to viruses and bacteria in the environment and is more likely to 
succumb to major or minor health problems. This was borne out in the small group of 
students interviewed for this study, only two of whom said that their health was "good" 
during the transition period and just prior to withdrawing. One student was in hospital for 
the mid-semester exams and suffered from asthma thoughout her time at university, 
another contracted glandular fever, a third suffered tiredness because of arthritis and all 
spoke of "depression", irritability and/or anxiety. 
 
Financial concerns. 
 
Financial constraints appear regularly in the literature as a factor contributing to a 
student's withdrawal from university (Schweitzer, et al. 1994; Power et. al 1986; 
Robertson et al. 1988; Hatchard, 1983).Although two students cited shortage of finance 
as a major contributing factor to their problems of transition and their decision to 
withdraw, finance was not the principal reason for non continuance. Four students said 
that finances had a slight effect on them but that their decision was in no way influenced 
by shortage of money. The remainder said that it was "not applicable". 
 
Travel 
 
Edge (1982) in his study at Deakin University found that attrition  increased with the 
distance students lived from the university. Distance in itself is not necessarily a major 
factor, however, as much depends on the infrastructure of the state's transport system 
and the means of travel at the student's disposal. Mooney et. al.(1991) found that the 
distance they lived from college was not a predictor of college adjustment. A perception 
that the distance from home was "just right" related to four dimensions of college 
adjustment (personal, academic, social and attachment). In the present study difficulty of 
travel and distance from the university had been a factor for some but was not the major 
contributor to withdrawing from study. One student said that travel was "not easy as I had 
to catch two or three buses to get to university " another  said it was "difficult as I had to 
walk 3 kilometres to the train station from home". A third said that "it was difficult at first as 
I had to catch a bus from Maroochydore. In Second semester I moved into a flat close to 
uni." Another said " It was difficult . It took one and a half hours each way by bus and car". 
 
The attrition of students in the Edge (1982) study showed that discontinuance had arisen 
largely from ' life factors' ie those outside the control of the university but that it was 
generally of a temporary nature. Most students had expressed an intention to return to 
study and a large proportion had subsequently done so with success. This suggests that 
some of the intrinsic and extrinsic variables working against them initially were no longer 
constraints. 
Edge also found that attrition was higher for females than for males (the reverse of the 
University under study). 
 
High student drop-out is usually seen by students, parents and university staff in a 
negative light. Many people's hopes and career goals are dashed if they have to withdraw 
from study. If universities are to reduce student attrition it is important that the transitional 
developments and stresses that many students experience in the first year of tertiary 
study are understood. Life events in periods of transition have been seen as times of 
heightened vulnerability when a person's coping resources may be taxed by their 
attempts to manage the demands of the transition simultaneously with the loss of usual 
sources of social support (Felner et al, 1983). This may be of particular relevance to 
country students who may experience negative effects from the perceived or real loss of 
family, friends, school and neighbourhood support. It is interesting to note that 21% of the 
sample of students who withdrew during the first semester from the university under study 
and 44% of the sample in the second semester were from the country. This seems to 
suggest that a significant number of country students find the transition difficult which was 
confirmed by the few country students who had in depth interviews. In several cases 
parents had driven hundreds of miles sometimes day and night,  into the university in 
order to try and resolve the situation. One student in the study said that he "was thrown 
from the bush straight into the city" and that he felt "very isolated" 
 
The many studies cited demonstrate some of the complex factors that influence the issue 
of successful transition to university. As Mooney et al. (1991) have emphasised "college 
adjustment is simply not a function of single variables but the result of a whole host of 
interrelated conditions."(p.447) and that future research should look at phenomenological 
perspectives of students in transition. This is the approach that this study took. 
 
THE STUDY 
 
The present small study aimed to address some of the issues raised in the literature by 
interviewing twelve students who had unsuccessfully negotiated their transition to 
undergraduate studies and had decided to withdraw. The aim was to tap into their 
experiences of their transition to university and to understand the factors that had 
contributed to their decision to withdraw. 
 
A general eclectic multi-methodology was employed which was theory driven. A thorough 
investigation of the literature brought to light many  studies, some of which have been 
referred to. 
 
The subjects were 9 female and 3 male first year students who voluntarily made an 
appointment with a counsellor in the university counselling service, to discuss the 
problems they were having in their first year at university and their decision to drop out of 
their courses.  After  one hour of discussing their individual concerns they were invited to 
complete a questionnaire on their experiences of transition to university. Ten of the 
students had ages ranging between 17 and 20. Two of the students were mature age 
women. 
 
Each student completed a twelve question two page, open ended, semi-structured 
questionnaire at the end of their counselling session. The questions were based on the 
findings of previous research on students in transition to university. The instrument was 
piloted with two students for clarity and readability prior to its administration in this study. 
General background information about each student was obtained during the voluntary 
informal interview. 
 
In addition, data on student enrolments and withdrawals for 1993 were obtained from the 
statistics office of the university. 
 
Procedure 
 
All questionnaires were completed in a one to one situation in the privacy of the 
counsellor's office during the working day. The counsellor was available to help with any 
difficulties in the questionnaire interpretation. Confidentiality was assured and honesty 
encouraged. All students gave written permission for their responses to be utilised in the 
study. 
 
Results 
 
Data from the statistics office showed that in 1993, 9950 students commenced at the 
university under study, 7177 of whom were undergraduates (3907 females and 3270 
males). The average completion rate was approximately 64%. (statistics card 1994).  In 
1993, 375 males and 289  females withdrew from their courses. Of a sample of 55 (out of 
221) students who withdrew in the month of March 1993, 36%   had attended Catholic 
schools, 21% were from the country and 14.5% came from private independent schools. 
Over 44 % of the sample of students who withdrew in the second half of the year came 
from country schools ie 19 out of a sample of 44.  The university year began in February 
and within the first few weeks many students had withdrawn. In March 115 males and 
106 females withdrew. In later months, in addition to those who withdrew there were 
many who took leave of absence because of various life events which impacted on their 
ability to cope with university. 
  
The twelve students who were interviewed stated that their main reasons for deciding to 
leave were predominantly academic but other factors came into play as well. They wrote 
and spoke of trouble with subjects, not liking or enjoying the course, having trouble 
handling the workload, finding the subjects boring, not getting first choice and the course 
not being what they had imagined it to be, as reasons for withdrawing. Social reasons 
given were feeling rejected, an unfriendly social atmosphere, finding they were very 
isolated and didn't know many people, having a social anxiety, feeling that the university 
was too big, not feeling known, being away from home or being so far away from home 
that they had lost their family and friend support systems, lacking confidence to speak to 
anyone, being over concerned about their physical appearance causing depression. 
Some  students had  multiple problems. One student was away from home, was short of 
money, had conflict with her mother who was sick and also had health problems herself. 
 
In three cases the new freedom of university life  interfered with the students' ability to 
study  contributing to their decision to withdraw from university . One student  said that it 
contributed "a lot, because it gave me the incentive not to work" whilst another said that it 
contributed  "very much as my attitude was wrong and it showed in my performance". A 
third student found that "it was difficult to resist the urge to do pleasure things eg shop, 
garden, watch TV ". The remainder of the sample was of the view that the new freedom 
did not interfere in any way or was not applicable to them. 
 
Two student, both from inner city private schools, said that they had been prepared by 
their school for what was ahead of them .The others believed that they had no 
preparation for university whatsoever. One student said "There was very little preparation 
since 'uni' is a foreign concept in Cairns." 
 
All students spoke of the anxiety, irritability and depression they had experienced before 
deciding to discontinue their studies. One said she suffered" high stress levels to the point 
of no sleep. Always irritable and unapproachable". Another said " I would become very 
depressed and avoided completing assignments or studying". A third student experienced 
stress "to a considerable extent in that I never wanted to turn up" A fourth  developed a 
phobia to university, study and text books and needed medical intervention. 
 
In response to the question on ease of social adjustment, five students said that they 
found it "very easy", "easy enough" or "reasonable". The remainder spoke of finding it 
very difficult to make friends. One said that "social adjustment was non existent" and 
another said that she did not speak to anyone for seven weeks. A third said he found it 
"very hard. I have only one friend ..." A fourth said, "I have made a few close friends but 
not many groups" 
 
Nine of the sample said that they found academic adjustment difficult. One student said it 
was "Extremely hard. The work load was double my usual and I found adjusting very 
hard. Another said, "Not easy at all. I did similar subjects at school but they are a lot more 
complex at university -too difficult to understand". A third subject said "Not very easy. It 
was difficult for me to "teach myself" -learn new content". A fourth said "It was extremely 
difficult adjusting to the new ways. I had never failed a subject until now!" 
 
Students gave a wide range of suggestions as to what they thought would have helped 
make their adjustment to university easier. Some of these were "More information at 
school", "Being more knowledgeable about what I was doing", "A greater understanding  
of how to work at university and how the system works", "More sporting and social 
activities and getting to know people eg.socials", "Having a stable living environment 
close to university. Someone who could help me (fellow student studying same subjects) 
through difficult subject areas" and "Realising the difference from TAFE". 
 
The twelve students experienced different degrees of academic or social adjustment 
during their transition phase at university. Each can be subjectively plotted on the 
dimensions of the model of transition depending on the point in time in their 
undergraduate career.(Figure 2). All students could have been considered 'at risk' for 
withdrawing from study early in their university career. 
 
 The small group of students interviewed in this study experienced many of the difficulties 
of transition referred to in the literature and discussed earlier in this chapter. All offered 
suggestions as to how they might have been helped through the transition period. Some 
successful transition programmes are already in place in the university under study; 
others are in their infancy. 
 
 
THE UNIVERSITY RESPONSE 
 
 Tinto (1987) has cited many examples of successful student centred retention 
programmes all of which assist students through transition and many of the crises they 
might face at this time. He has claimed that the aim of such programmes is to provide 
every student with the opportunity to grow both socially and intellectually by providing 
them with the skills needed for university and for becoming a member of the university 
community. Tinto identified four critical periods when action by the university may be 
effective in accomplishing this aim. The first is prior to entry when realistic and accurate 
information about the academic and social life of the institution needs to be given for 
student-institution congruence. The second is orientation, the third is during the first 
semester and the fourth is the period of 'incorporation' in the remaining years at 
university. Only the first three are applicable to students in transition and shall be dealt 
with here. 
 
Before entering University 
 
Programmes for preparing students for ending their school lives and entering university 
need to be offered in the final school years. Some Australian schools already have well 
designed and effective preparation programmes and liaison between university personnel 
and schools. The importance of saying goodbye appropriately when phases of our lives 
are coming to an end has been suggested by Vickio (1990). He argued that by saying 
goodbye students acknowledge, reflect on and prepare for transitions and it allows them 
to gain a sense of closure and finality of the old familiar environment. Vickio described a 
"goodbye" brochure which emphasises successful and unsuccessful ways of dealing with 
departure and loss. This, combined with a personal discussion about transition, assists 
students in identifying their reactions to forthcoming changes and losses and explores 
their coping options and strategies. 
 
Educationally disadvantaged students from low income families need particular help with 
preparation for university. Gilbert (1992) has written of a programme assisting almost 
10000 students from American minority groups. This programme provided educational 
services which included drop-out prevention, career and personal development, parent 
education and computer literacy programmes. There was also a five week on campus 
academic programme for high school students to introduce them to the rigours of 
university life whilst improving skills conducive to success. A similar programme on a 
much smaller scale has been introduced into the university being studied. 
 
Students with learning disabilities also require special preparation for university to help 
them through the transition and beyond. Whinney (1992) argued that these students 
require a college preparation curriculum relevant to their specific needs, focussing on 
early planning, instructional modifications, strategy instruction and on-going support 
services. 
 
The academically under prepared such as those whose education has been interrupted 
or those whose first language is other than English also require special preparatory 
programmes. One such program in the United States, for refugees and migrants, 
provides course planning,  careers and college preparation checklists  (Eisner and Tikoff, 
1992). 
 
To ease transition to university and to reduce the attrition rate it has been suggested that 
there needs to be more feedback to the feeder schools on their students' performance at 
university. Twenty seven American states have a policy for feedback systems providing a 
link between school and University. (Flanagan,1992). Flanagan examined six successful 
college-school collaborations from various universities throughout America designed to 
prepare high school students for college. Some of these programmes offer intensive 
academic preparation to a selected group of students through the high school years, 
others cater to unique populations of students.  Encouraging prospective students and 
parents to visit the campus prior to deciding upon enrolment is a practice recommended 
by Tinto. A similar programme has recently been introduced in the university being 
studied. 
 
Orientation 
 
The second critical period for assisting in a successful transition is at  orientation which is 
the beginning of integration into the university. Orientation programmes, Tinto suggests, 
need to be more than information giving sessions but need to provide an opportunity for 
new students to meet with fellow students and establish personal links which assist in the 
"incorporation"  into the academic and social life of the institution. It is at this time that 
mentoring programmes can be established. Tinto describes mentors as being "informal 
advisers, campus friends and---------- role models to new students" (p.147). Orientation 
may also provide an opportunity for the university to get in touch with students' concerns 
and needs and to pick up the " at risk" students before they have major academic, social 
or psychological  problems. 
The first year of college especially the first semester, is seen by Tinto to be a critical 
period when separation has to be accomplished and the more challenging university 
activities have to be coped with. It is at this time that the university can intervene by 
providing transition assistance programmes, early contact programmes and counselling 
and advising programmes. 
 
Transition programmes 
 
Transition programmes can be of an academic or social nature and aim to give students 
the skills necessary for coping in their new environment. Examples of these might be time 
management, library use, note-taking, reading proficiency, assignment writing or study 
skills. 
 
Early contact programmes 
 
These are for the purpose of putting students in touch with other members of the 
university including faculty staff and students. This enables the new students to negotiate 
their way through the bureaucratic maze, to form a network of contacts to give them 
information and to help them negotiate unfamiliar territory and procedures. 
 
Counselling and advising programmes. 
 
Tinto argues for the counselling programmes to be integrated with the whole educational 
experience of students and not to be seen as available only for those with problems. 
Such services would be available to assist students in their goal planning and to help 
them through periods of uncertainty regarding their careers. Losing sight of a clearly 
defined career goal has been identified as an important factor in demotivation and 
withdrawal. 
 
The study by Robertson et. al. (1988) recommended that areas for useful intervention by 
Student Services early in the student's  tertiary course would be where families were 
fragmenting and where there was stressful family conflict. This study supports these 
suggestions. These researchers suggested replication of their study with data collection 
being at the crucial early weeks of the transition to university and emphasis be placed on 
'students at risk'. This is an area for further research. Lapsley et al (1990) would suggest 
that those least at risk would be those in secure attachment relationships with parents 
and peers. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The issue of transition to the undergraduate status is complex as this chapter has shown. 
A new model of social and academic transition to university has been introduced upon 
which a scattergram of the individual location of students at the particular point in time in 
their transitional phase as described in their questionnaire, was located. Those students 
who successfully negotiated the transition would eventually be located in quadrant 3, 
socially and academically adjusted and integrated into university life. In conjunction with a 
reliable and valid quantitative measuring instrument  the model seems to have some 
value in helping to identify the relative severity of 'at risk' students  during the stressful 
early months as an undergraduate. 
 
The chapter has given an overview of the literature dealing with student transition to 
university and the many factors that might contribute to their withdrawal from study during 
this period.  Details of a study focussing on a small sample of non continuing students 
from an Australian university were presented. The link between findings from this study 
and those from previous studies was evident. The chapter concluded with some 
suggestions from students and previous research findings for the introduction of 
programmes and strategies for helping students through the transitional period 
successfully. 
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Conclusion 
 
Tindle's chapter "On Becoming an Undergraduate" presented a new model of transition 
to university based on three accepted theories of transition.  She examined the link and 
overlap between these theories of transition and applied the rich body of literature to a 
small study of students who had faltered during their first year at a Queensland 
university. 
 
Tindle emphasised that the two major components of transition needing to be 
negotiated when students entered university were the academic and the social. The 
study confirmed previous findings that some students were better able to adjust to one 
more than the other but that each affected the other. In addition to the anxieties, 
feelings of inadequacy and confusion of transition the chapter discussed the impact 
negative life events could have on the student's ability to cope with his/her new life at 
university. Negative life events usually compounded the transitional stress and often 
resulted in a student withdrawing from the university. 
 
The chapter examined the literature on preparation for tertiary study and the influence 
of previous academic performance on successful transition and incorporation into 
university life. It then went into some detail on the non-academic reasons for problems 
in transition. The literature identified some of these as personal characteristics, family 
constitution and family dynamics, personal health and lifestyle, financial concerns and 
problems with travel. 
 
The Queensland study was briefly outlined and some of the comments of the subjects 
were included. None of the students interviewed had reached the model quadrant 3 
stage of incorporation into the community of the university. The study supported 
previous findings suggesting that there are many variables implicated in the 
experiences of students in transition and that the process of adjustment is complex. 
 
The chapter presented some statistics on the university under study especially those 
related to student attrition. Strategies for enabling students to separate from their 
previous culture, bridge the "no-mans land" period of transition and become part of the 
university community were discussed. 
